18             THE AERIAL AGE
we immediately steamed away from the Norwegian coast and set our prow to the northward. We were favored by an unusually open sea. Ordinarily, as I have since learned in many voyages to and fro, one cannot be sure of getting through to North Spitzbergen before the middle or latter part of June. This year we were able to reach and enter the Danish Strait, near the extreme northwestern part of Spitzbergen, May I Oth, one of the earliest passages on record.
Spitzbergen is an uninhabited group of islands, some of them quite large, lying between the 76th and 81st parallels of north latitude. It thus extends about 350 statute miles north and south, and it has a breadth of about the same extent. It is true Arctic country. There is no foliage, save stunted brush in the southern part. The mountains are covered with eternal ice, and the valleys are filled with glaciers. Some grass grows in the sheltered parts during the short Arctic summer, and flowering poppies and mosses are seen here and there. Upon the mosses many herds of reindeer live.
Spitzbergen was two centuries ago the seat of rich right whale fisheries. The catch of seal and walrus, killing polar bear, and gathering the down of the eider duck from their myriad nests in the rocky cliff, were other industries carried on by